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Abstract 
The concept of performativity has been successfully used to examine how economic theory 
can create financial markets, but an understanding of how management practice can create 
organizations is in its infancy. The focus of this paper is on corporate storytelling, a form of 
purposive storytelling through which managers seek to get organizational actors to enact a 
new future for an organization. Theoretically, performativity of purposive storytelling is but 
assumed, and this paper examines the performative potential of corporate storytelling through 
empirical investigation of two distinct storytelling initiatives. One of these was successful in 
that it engaged organizational actors in the enactment of a new and largely pre-defined future, 
which is conceptualized as performativity. The other was unsuccessful in that organizational 
actors refused to accept and enact a new and largely pre-defined future, which is 
conceptualized as non-performativity. The conclusion is that while corporate storytelling can 
have a performative function, it is by no means automatic as both managers and 
organizational actors have a pivotal role in enacting new organizational realities.  
 
Key words: management communication, performativity, sensemaking, storytelling 
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The performativity of corporate storytelling: Theory and practice 
 
Introduction  
The concept of performativity, initially developed by English language philosopher J. L. 
Austin, has been applied extensively to the creation of financial markets (e.g. Callon 1998; 
MacKenzie 2006), to the impact of social science theories on management practice (e.g. 
Ghoshal 2005; Ferraro et al. 2005; Felin and Foss 2009), and more recently to rational 
decision-making (Cabantous and Gond 2011) as well as strategy-making (Kornberger and 
Clegg 2011). The latter work in particular has laid important foundations for examining the 
role of performativity in the creation of organizations, which appears to be a fruitful avenue 
for further research. 
 
The focus of this paper is the role of corporate storytelling as a means to communicate 
internally a largely pre-defined future of an organization (corporate story, see Reissner and 
Pagan 2013a) with an expectation that organizational actors will enact it in accordance with 
the pre-defined ideal. While the performative function of storytelling in organizations has 
long been known (for instance through the concept of sensemaking which describes how 
meaning is narratively constructed and subsequently enacted, see Weick 2001), recent 
thinking among management practitioners in particular has gone one step further (e.g. Brown 
et al. 2005; Denning 2005; Smith 2012). The central question is: if storytelling is an everyday 
means to reinterpret and reenact organizational realities, can it be used purposively to shape 
organizational actors’ cognition and behaviour to reenvisage an organization’s future and 
subsequently create a new organization?  
 
The purpose of this paper is to discuss this question from both a theoretical and practical 
perspective with a focus on the strategic or corporate level of the organization. The 
theoretical discussion draws on notions of performativity and non-performativity (e.g. Austin 
1962; Butler 2010) and on the largely practitioner-focused literature on purposive storytelling 
in management practice (e.g. Denning 2005; Smith 2012). The practical discussion draws on 
findings from one of the first empirical studies into purposive storytelling in management 
practice, outlining how managers employ corporate storytelling and how organizational 
actors respond to their managers’ attempts to shape the ways in which they create new 
organizational realities (Reissner and Pagan 2013a). The contribution of this paper is an 
analysis of corporate storytelling as a potentially performative management practice.  
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This paper has five main sections. The literature review following this introduction draws on 
two fields of extant theorizing: (1) the concept performativity in philosophy, economic 
sociology and the study of organizations, and (2) the notion of purposive storytelling in 
organization theory and practitioner accounts. Then, further information is provided on the 
background to the research that informs this paper. The main part of this paper discusses two 
strategic storytelling initiatives from different organizations that sought to catalyze and 
support the creation of new organizational realities. The first initiative was performative in 
the sense that organizational actors’ cognition and behaviour towards the enactment of a new 
future was largely aligned to the pre-defined ideal. The second initiative was non-
performative in the sense that organizational actors refused to create a new, pre-defined 
future for the organization as intended by their managers. This paper identifies six pivots 
which, either individually or in combination with one another, may impact upon the 
performative outcome of corporate storytelling. The conclusion is that corporate storytelling 
is by no means automatically performtive but that it depends upon a number of conditions 
being present simultaneously to achieve its performative potential.  
 
Performativity of storytelling: Theoretical background 
Performativity 
The term ‘performativity’ was coined by Austin (1962) in an attempt to distinguish between 
speech that merely describes (constative utterance) and speech that, under certain conditions, 
can create new, pre-defined realities (performative utterance). While all utterances may be 
‘quoted, cited, or repeated beyond their normal conditions of employment’ (Loxley 2006: 
13), they are only performative if all necessary conditions are met simultaneously; this 
implies a risk of performative utterances breaking down, i.e. failing to create what they 
describe (Butler 2010).  
 
Austin’s work thus emphasizes ‘the necessary entanglement of words and action in everyday 
speech’ (McKinlay 2010a: 119), and he recognized how difficult it is to distinguish reliably 
between constative and performative utterances in practice (Loxley 2006). To mediate, 
Austin (1962) proposes three characteristics of performative utterances: (1) locution, i.e. the 
semantic and referential function of language in making a statement; (2) illocution, i.e. the 
speaker’s purpose in making the utterance (or actions performed by virtue of words, see Salih 
and Butler 2004); and (3) perlocution, i.e. the effect produced by the utterance (or actions 
performed as consequence of words, Salih and Butler 2004). Illocution and perlocution are 
intrinsically linked, which Butler (2010: 151) expresses as follows: ‘If illocutions produce 
realities, perlocutions depend upon them to be successful.’  
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Despite Austin’s efforts to establish robust boundaries for performative utterances, later work 
on speech acts has demonstrated that they remain largely elusive. In practice, speaker and 
audience will draw on shared contextual and relational knowledge and consequently not 
always spell out the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary characteristics of 
performative utterances (Searle 1969). Shared knowledge and understanding between speaker 
and audience acts as a framework in which an utterance is enacted (both verbally and non-
verbally) and in which it needs to be interpreted (Searle 2010); this may be particularly 
pertinent in face-to-face interaction (Berger and Luckmann 1966). If mutual knowledge and 
understanding between speaker and audience is but assumed, however, there is considerable 
scope for misunderstanding and misinterpretation, and consequently, breakdown of an 
utterance’s performative function (see Butler 2010).  
 
Despite such conceptual difficulties, Austin’s basic proposition that ‘words do something in 
the world, something that is not just a matter of generating consequences’ (Loxley 2006: 2) 
has had a significant impact on research and theorizing beyond the realm of philosophy and 
linguistics. Indeed, Du Gay (2010: 171) argues that ‘“performative” and “performativity” are 
currently among the most widely deployed concepts in the social sciences and humanities’. 
Extant research in economic sociology, for instance, has revealed that, rather than describing 
it, economic theory ‘performs, shapes and formats the economy’ (Callon 1998: 2) through 
ways in which economic activity is enacted and measured. MacKenzie (2004) has 
demonstrated how some economic models and theories can (under certain conditions) create / 
alter financial markets in accordance with them. He distinguishes between different levels of 
performativity, the deepest being Barnesian performativity and counter-performativity. The 
former suggests, paraphrasing MacKenzie (2006: 17), that the practical use of a theory makes 
its processes more like their depiction in the theory; it is closely linked to the notion of ‘self-
fulfilling prophecy’ (Merton 1948, see use of terminology for instance by Ferraro et al. 2005; 
Callon 2007). The latter describes, again paraphrasing MacKenzie (2006: 17), how the 
practical use of a theory makes its processes less like their depiction in the theory; it is 
closely linked to the notion of ‘self-negating prophecy’ (Merton 1948). 
 
Notions of self-fulfilling prophecy in relation to social science theories have recently also 
come under academic scrutiny. Ferraro et al. (2005: 8), for instance, argue that ‘social science 
theories can influence reality in profound ways by influencing how we think about ourselves 
and how we act’. Specifically, they identify three mutually reinforcing mechanisms through 
which social science theories can become performative in organizational and management 
practice. Firstly, institutional design reflects the theories behind their construction and 
impacts upon organizational practice. Secondly, social norms can make theories performative 
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if accepted and acted upon by social actors. Thirdly, language helps social actors see, 
interpret and act upon social realities in different and potentially novel ways. Recognizing 
that ‘all performatives are … socially contingent’ (McKinlay 2010a: 125, emphasis original), 
Ferraro et al. (2005) also suggest that cultural differences (national, regional, organizational) 
as well as pressures on social actors to behave in a particular way impact upon the 
performative potential of social science theories.  
 
However, in their critique of Ferraro et al. (2005), Felin and Foss (2009) voice unease with 
the suggestion that a theory does not necessarily have to be accurate to be performative (see 
also Santos and Rodrigues 2009). Rather, they contend, only true theories (i.e. theories which 
provide relatively accurate descriptions and explanations of the phenomenon in question) are 
able to become self-fulfilling: ‘theories have a reflexive loop where they also shape reality 
and behavior, but they do so first and foremost when they are better … than alternative 
explanations at capturing underlying realities’ (Felin and Foss 2009: 657). Indeed, while the 
accuracy of a theory or model may be difficult to assess (particularly in real-time), there 
appear to be feedback processes in the enactment of social science theories that allow ideas to 
travel across different domains of social reality (see Ferraro et al. 2009). 
 
In addition to such systems-level theorizing (and in line with an increased interest in 
management practice, see Whittington 2006), the concept of performativity has been applied 
to the praxis of managers and other decision-makers. In their work on rational decision-
making, Cabantous and Gond (2011: 578), for instance, explain that ‘performative praxis … 
requires the copresence and combination in action of three core elements: theory, tools, and 
actors’. In other words, not only do they emphasize the necessary presence of a framework as 
well as specific tools facilitating performative effects, they also highlight that to be successful 
performativity requires the interplay of different elements.  
 
In their work on strategy-making, Kornberger and Clegg (2011) demonstrate how strategy 
can provide a mechanism by which organizations perform their future amidst multiple 
stakeholder positions. Specifically, their analysis reveals that strategy-making involves 
‘guiding people’s perceptions through a carefully orchestrated process of communication to 
arrive at a particular interpretation of issues and the (preconceived) solutions to resolve them. 
In order to enroll people into the strategists’ agenda, the views of those who were involved in 
the process had to be “lifted” so they would be able to see and share the proverbial big 
picture’ (p148). Hence, they demonstrate that the way in which multiple stakeholders were 
(allegedly) involved in strategy-making altered their understanding of the new strategy and 
their behaviour towards it, which aided its enactment. 
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Storytelling in organizations and management  
Storytelling is regarded as a central element of communication, human interaction and 
cognition (Bruner 1986; Fisher 1989) that has been used to study organizations with a focus 
on sensemaking, communication, change and learning, power and politics, as well as notions 
of identity (Rhodes and Brown 2005). Burgeoning extant research on storytelling in 
organizations has emphasized its value for organizational actors in relation to: 
 
1. Causal links between events and actors to facilitate sensemaking (Weick 1995); 
2. Story structure and plot as means to create coherence (Czarniawksa 1998); and  
3. Multiple possible interpretations of events allowing for the rewriting of stories and 
recreation of social realities (e.g. Weick 2001).  
 
When engaging in sensemaking, individuals try to fit new or unexpected events into their 
existing interpretive frames (Gabriel 2008) and, if unsuccessful, they will attempt to create 
new and plausible explanations by telling, exchanging and collecting stories with those 
around them (Reissner 2008). The traditional story structure of beginning, middle and end 
(BME) together with a plot that leads from a stable state to crisis and to resolution of that 
crisis (Bruner 1986) may be particularly useful to support sensemaking and the creation of 
coherence while remaining open to the possible reinterpretation of events. Moreover, 
Weick’s (1995) seminal work on sensemaking highlights the ability of stories to (1) connect 
what is known with what is unknown, what is present with what is absent; and (2) reconstruct 
the past as it happened / is remembered or as it could / should have been, thereby reframing 
experience and allowing for change and learning (see Reissner 2008 for an empirical 
illustration).  
 
While most scholars regard BME as a defining feature of stories as opposed to other types of 
communication (e.g. Gabriel 2000; Czarniawska 2004; Boje 2008), Boje’s (2001) work on 
ante-narrative emphasizes the tentative and fluid character of story and storytelling in 
organizational settings. While the former is pertinent to explaining the role of frames of 
meaning and other logics in human interaction, cognition and behaviour, the latter 
demonstrates that stories used in sensemaking as meaning is being constructed are brief, 
fragmented and subject to constant adaptation. Such duality of purpose of storytelling – the 
relative stability inherent in a BME story and the fluidity of ante-narrative – has moved the 
frontiers of research from an interest in social interaction to a more purposive and directive 
use of storytelling that centres on the following question: if storytelling is an everyday means 
to construct organizational realities (see Bruner 1991), can managers use it purposively to 
shape the ways in which they are enacted by organizational actors? 
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The notion of purposive storytelling in management practice originates in the popular 
management literature and has received much attention among practitioners in recent years 
(e.g. Syedain 2007). It is best described as storytelling that is employed instrumentally by 
managers in a planned and purposive fashion to achieve a particular end in their organization 
(Reissner and Pagan 2013a). Purposive storytelling is advocated by practicing managers (e.g. 
Armstrong 1992; Denning 2001; Smith 2012) and management consultants (e.g. Neuhauser 
1993; Denning 2005; 2007) as a means by which managers can address business issues that 
are hard to address through other, more traditional means. Such issues often involve a move 
of the organization from an allegedly undesirable present to an allegedly superior future, e.g. 
leadership (Denning 2005), strategizing (Love 2008) and community building within the 
organization (Brown et al. 2005). The fact that stories appear to engage organizational actors 
(Barge 2004) may make storytelling a particularly useful concept for managers seeking to 
address issues that are often difficult to comprehend and/or accept by organizational actors. 
 
Recent research has shown that managers attempt to employ storytelling purposively at 
different levels of the organization. At the strategic level of the organization (the focus of this 
paper), corporate storytelling involves ‘communicating an organization’s vision, mission and 
identity in story form to provide direction and engage employees’ (Reissner and Pagan 
2013a). At the operational level of the organization, purposive storytelling involves aligning 
the corporate story with organizational actors’ lived experiences in the organization through 
the development of appropriate systems and procedures (this is similar Cabantous and 
Gond’s 2011 notion of tools). At the personal level of the organization, storytelling may be 
employed purposively to facilitate interaction among organizational actors although more 
prevalently it is used naturally and spontaneously. 
 
Since the literature on purposive storytelling in management practice has derived from 
largely anecdotal practitioner accounts (often with an intention to further business interests), 
it is epistemologically problematic. In their critique of such sources, Reissner and Pagan 
(2013a) examine the claims of the practitioner literature on purposive storytelling and the 
rhetoric with which it is portrayed. They argue that purposive storytelling is depicted as a 
simple solution for complex business issues like defining and communication a vision and 
core values for an organization, creating dialogue within an organization, fostering 
acceptance of change, supporting culture change, boosting creativity and innovation. Despite 
such difficulties, notions of purposive storytelling are increasingly popular among 
management practitioners and consultants as well as professionals in related areas (e.g. 
Syedain 2007; Mackesy-Davis 2012). It is therefore important to engage with the literature 
on purposive storytelling at a more robust level. The (alleged) mechanism behind purposive 
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storytelling can be synthesized, somewhat crudely, from the practitioner literature as depicted 
in Figure 1 below: 
 
Figure 1: The performativity of purposive storytelling 
 
 
 
Hence, the theory behind purposive storytelling (accepting that this is a somewhat loose use 
of the term) is that it will encourage organizational actors to enact new organizational 
realities according to a predefined ideal (‘the story’). While the notion of storytelling is 
generally associated with creativity and openness (e.g. Brown et al. 2005), purposive 
storytelling appears to be more about guiding organizational actors’ perception towards a 
predefined version of reality (Denning 2005; Smith 2012). This idea resonates strongly with 
previous theorizing on sensegiving, first conceptualized in Gioia and Chittipeddi’s (1991) 
seminal article as a means by which managers can support organizational actors’ 
sensemaking. Sensegiving has been defined as a narrative process that is intended to persuade 
others towards certain understandings and actions’ (Dunford and Jones 2000: 1209), which is 
what the literature on purposive storytelling in management practice claims.  
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What is less, clear, however, is whether purposive storytelling so conceptualized is indeed a 
performative practice that can create new and predefined organizational realities. The 
following section will attend to a discussion of the performative potential of purposive 
storytelling in management practice and consider the implications on the underlying set of 
propositions depicted in Figure 1 above.  
 
Purposive storytelling as a performative practice 
The literature on performativity discussed in the first section of this literature review raises 
pertinent questions in relation to the performative potential of purposive storytelling in 
management practice. These range from the locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary 
characteristics of performative utterances (Austin 1962), the possibility of performativity 
breaking down (Butler 1997) or even counter-performativity (MacKenzie 2006) at the 
conceptual level, the organizational forces affecting performativity (Ferraro et al. 2005), a 
feedback loop between theory and reality (Felin and Ross 2009) at the systems level to the 
role of theory, tools and actors (Cabantous and Gond 2011) as well as power and politics in 
shaping organizational actors’ cognition and behaviour towards a pre-defined ideal 
(Kornberger and Clegg 2011) at an organizational level. I will now relate these characteristics 
to the concept of purposive storytelling in management practice introduced in the previous 
section of this literature review. 
 
Stories are more complex than the simple utterances used by Austin (1962), and it may 
therefore be easier (albeit not as straightforward) to identify that which they name (locution), 
the realities that the speaker wishes to create (illocution) and the effects that they have on the 
audience (perlocution). In management practice, stories often begin with a stable state (such 
as historically good development or performance) before referring to issues such as 
competitive or market pressures, productivity and efficiency, or the satisfaction of key 
stakeholders like customers or employees (locution) to create a sense of tension or ambiguity 
(Bruner 1986; Maitlis and Lawrence 2007). Managers thereby create a perception that current 
realities are not sustainable and change is required (illocution). While some practitioners have 
found it useful to end storytelling at this point to encourage organizational actors to negotiate 
what new realities they would like to see enacted (see Denning’s 2001 notion of the 
springboard story), others seek to persuade organizational actors that their predefined version 
of a new reality is the best solution in the circumstances (see Kornberger and Clegg 2011). In 
the former case, if organizational actors accept the need for change, then the perlocutionary 
effect of listening to the story is to define, construct and enact a new reality for the 
organization. In the latter case, the perlocutionary effect is to think and behave in a way that 
adheres to the pre-defined ideal. 
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Implicit in Austin’s (1962) and later work on speech act theory (Searle 1969) is the 
possibility that the performative potential of a speech act is not realized (see Butler 2010). 
Austin (1962) emphasizes that speech acts are only performative when certain conditions are 
met, most importantly that those performing a particular speech act (such as in a marriage 
ceremony) know about it and engage with it in full awareness of its consequences. However, 
it is doubtful that managers using purposive storytelling will always be explicit about this 
allegedly new management communication tool (Reissner and Pagan 2013a), and therefore 
organizational actors may not necessarily be aware of the intended performative function of 
the story that they are being told by their managers. There is also considerable risk of 
organizational actors feeling deceived when they realize that their managers sought to shape 
the way in which they think about and act within the organization according to a pre-defined 
script. 
 
Moreover, there is an emerging discourse on storytelling in management practice that 
emphasizes the importance of storylistening in the interaction between managers and other 
organizational actors (e.g. Snowden 2001; Pounsford 2007; Williams and Harhoff 2009). 
Such an alternative understanding of storytelling in management practice opens up the 
possibility of a different process to that depicted in Figure 1 – a process in which new 
organizational realities are not created (breakdown of performativity, see Butler 2010) or are 
created in a way that is contrary to the predefined ideal (counter-performativity, see 
MacKenzie 2006). Such an alternative process of the performativity of purposive storytelling 
in management practice – labelled here ‘non-performativity’ to include both breakdown and 
counter-performativity – is depicted in Figure 2 below. 
 
  
	   11 
Figure 2: The non-performativity of purposive storytelling 
 
 
 
The potential performativity of storytelling in management practice also seems to be 
influenced by institutional design, social norms and the language commonly used within the 
organization (see Ferraro et al. 2005). Organizations that have traditionally been 
characterized by a clear hierarchy (institutional design) and accepted division between 
managers and employees (social norms) may limit the effectiveness of managers’ efforts to 
engage organizational actors in enacting the ‘story’ of their future. Similarly, organizations in 
which the use of mechanistic, managerialist language is prevalent may limit the acceptance of 
a more metaphoric language often used in purposive storytelling. Hence, there appears indeed 
to be a relationship between the pre-defined realities and the likelihood with which they are 
accepted and enacted (see Felin and Foss 2009), although it is difficult, if not impossible, to 
assess the extent of this in practice. Managers are likely to judge which potential stories of 
the organization’s future may be received most favourably by organizational actors and 
which have the greatest chance of success. Organizational actors, through the (lack of) 
acceptance and enactment of the pre-defined story, can further determine what future will be 
created for their organization. Such a central role of organizational actors in enacting 
organizations has been identified by Cabantous and Gond (2011). A theory of guiding 
perceptions (in our case a set of assumptions of what purposive storytelling in management 
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practice can achieve) and the tools required to put it into practice (in our case a set of 
management communication activities to help disseminate the story of the organization’s 
future; see Reissner and Pagan 2013b) are undoubtedly important, and it goes without saying 
that they need to be in sync. But it is down to organizational actors, their shared perceptions, 
interpretations and agency (see Butler 2010) in particular, to enact a new future for the 
organization.  
 
This is where power relationships become an essential consideration. On the one hand, 
conceptualizations of purposive storytelling in management practice are characterized by an 
inherent sense of control: managers seek to shape management communication (e.g. Denning 
2005) and organizational actors’ sensemaking (e.g. Brown et al. 2005), cognition and 
behaviour (e.g. Smith 2012) towards a pre-defined ideal, even though notions of storytelling 
imply a sense of creativity, ambiguity and openness to alternative interpretations. 
Organizational actors’ (alleged) involvement in enacting a new future for their organization 
could be conceived as a means of legitimizing management decisions under the guise of 
consultation and involvement (thereby establishing a façade of control) to frame 
organizational actors’ perceptions about an organization’s future in a particular way, that is to 
limit alternative perceptions and enactments (see Gioia and Chittipeddi 1991; Kornberger and 
Clegg 2011). On the other hand, organizational actors have the ability to make sense of a 
situation in very different ways as intended by management (see Reissner 2008). They have 
power to refuse to accept and enact the organization’s new future in perfectly acceptable 
ways (not excluding the possibility that some may wish to do so in ways that are less 
acceptable). Organizations consisting of a multitude of actors with often widely differing 
perceptions, expectations and agendas may be a more challenging arena for the study of 
performativity than more impersonal systems such as markets (see Callon 1998; MacKenzie 
2006).  
 
Research background 
This paper reports on only a small aspect of a larger research project on purposive 
storytelling in management practice i . The research was qualitative and inductive and 
comprised of three elements: a case study with an organization that employs storytelling 
purposively (NorthService Ltd.ii), a control case study with an organization that does not 
employ storytelling purposively to see whether grass-root practices vary (NorthEdu)iii, and 
interviews with independent storytelling practitioners (expert interviews) – both individual 
practitioners and company representatives – to complement the data set. In total, 66 largely 
unstructured interviews were conducted with organizational actors from all hierarchical 
layers and a variety of experts, resulting in 3,870 minutes of interviews. All interviews were 
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audio-recorded and transcribed for content. An overview of the research is provided in Table 
1 below. 
 
Table 1: Overview of the research 
 NorthService Ltd. NorthEdu Expert interviews 
No. of interviews 25 individual 
3 group 
25 individual 13 individual 
Interviewee profile 5 senior managers 
5 middle managers 
5 line managers 
10 employees 
5 senior managers 
4 middle managers 
7 line managers 
9 employees 
6 managers 
5 consultants 
3 coaches 
3 academics 
2 independent 
researchers* 
Data collection 2010 2012 2011-2012 
 
*Some experts belonged in more than one category. 
 
Both interview data and complementary documents and web materials (where applicable) 
were analyzed inductively using a form of thematic analysis that is both data-led and theory-
informed (see Eisenhardt 1989; King and Horrocks 2010). The analysis also paid attention to 
events, organizational actors’ roles, tone and imagery used in their statements as well as 
metaphors that the research participants used to describe events in their respective 
organizations, although these may not feature in this paper. The NVivo software was used to 
aid the management of a large amount of qualitative data and to test small-scale hypotheses 
deriving from the repeated reading and comparison of the data (see Glaser and Strauss 1967).  
 
Two elements of the research are used to develop the argument in this paper: the ‘You are the 
difference’ event (YATD) at NorthService Ltd. and the ‘Towards an excellent future’ event 
(TAEF) at WasteManagement Ltd., both of which sought to shape organizational actors’ 
cognition and behaviour towards the enactment of a new future. NorthService Ltd. was the 
main case study in the research, a public-private partnership established in 2008 from local 
authority NorthCouncil and private-sector services firm ServiceCom plc. NorthService Ltd.’s 
main aim is to generate efficiency savings for NorthCouncil’s operations by providing public 
services for local residents on behalf of the local authority in a more efficient manner while 
creating jobs to regenerate an area of economic and social deprivation. NorthService 
managers are aware that NorthCouncil’s business model and ways of working are 
incompatible with the achievement of the ambitious targets set out in the partnership contract 
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and sought to replace it with a more private-sector oriented one. They have taken inspiration 
from private-sector parent ServiceCom plc where corporate storytelling in combination with 
visual representations of the pre-defined future has been used to shape organizational actors’ 
cognition and behaviour towards a different future.  
 
WasteManagement Ltd., in contrast, was a relatively small element of the overall research. 
Manager Harriet, who initiated and put into practice the TAEF initiative, participated in the 
research as an expert interviewee and kindly provided some documentary evidence about the 
event. WasteManagement Ltd.’s history dates back to the 1970s, and its main aim is to safely 
dispose of highly toxic waste. With increasing demands of its services and increasingly 
stringent health and safety regulations, TAEF sought to instil a more proactive attitude and 
behaviour within the plant by engaging organizational actors’ hearts and minds with the 
future. Harriet commissioned a pictorial representation of the organization’s past, present and 
envisaged future by a reputable storytelling consultancy to support the oral telling of stories 
by managers.  
 
Performativity of storytelling: Practical application 
Performativity of corporate storytelling 
The performative function of corporate storytelling will be illustrated using the ‘Towards an 
Excellent Future’ (TAEF) event at WasteManagement Ltd., a series of two-hour storytelling 
sessions with all organizational actors to keep them informed of where the organization is 
going. It is part of a larger change programme that had been on-going for about three years at 
the time of data collection and was expected to come to an end a year later with the aim to 
ensure that WasteManagement Ltd. keeps its traditionally strong place in its industry. The 
data sources on which the analysis presented here draws include the qualitative interview 
with change manager Harriet (60 mins of audio recording), the pictorial representation of the 
change story as presented to participants on the day, the storytellers’ handbook, a video-
recording of the event, and copies of the feedback questionnaire distributed subsequently.  
 
To reiterate, TAEF was an attempt to raise awareness among organizational actors about the 
organization’s past achievements, its present state and perceived challenges impacting upon 
its future. It sought to encourage organizational actors to question the status quo and to create 
a new future for the organization through new perceptions and working practices. Harriet 
expressed this as follows during the interview: ‘So by doing the change programme we’ve 
put in place a foundation for us to then build on and actually get better at what we are doing’. 
On the day of the TAEF sessions, WasteManagement Ltd’s pre-defined story detailing its 
journey into the future was divided into six distinct stages, which were called chapters and 
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which were presented by different senior managers. Harriet reflected on the preparation of 
the event as follows: 
 
The getting to the position where our [senior managers] felt 
comfortable in sharing stories did take us a bit. … We’ve needed to 
practise [storytelling], because what we found is that stories are only 
powerful when … it’s coming from the heart. … I was fortunate in 
that a couple of [senior managers], the high level [senior managers] 
were very supportive of this approach and felt it would work on our 
workforce. The others then had to follow, and there are some that are 
not comfortable doing that, are not comfortable sharing stories. 
 
Harriet explained that the senior managers telling stories during the event received some 
training in advance to identify the characteristics of a good story; in this case these included: 
a succinct and personal account (no more than 5 minutes) coming from the heart with a hero 
(typically from within the organization) who has to overcome some adversity. They were also 
given a training pack to tailor their story to its purpose, starting with the chapter heading, 
detailing the key points to be covered under each chapter and providing space for their 
personal stories incorporating those key points.  
 
The first three chapters of WasteManagement Ltd.’s story covered the organization’s past, 
present and immediate future. Specifically, Chapter 1 focuses on the organization’s 
traditionally high reputation in its industry, highlighting a skilled workforce and its efforts to 
ensure safety for all stakeholders. Pictorially, this has been represented by a picture of the site 
against a landscape typical for its location, workers in uniform mingling with other 
individuals from organizations and the community. The journey then continues to Chapter 2 
depicting a mountain that symbolizes the challenges that WasteManagement Ltd. is expected 
to face in the near future. It surfaces occasional performance below expectations and a 
reactive attitude towards any problems. Pictorially, this has been represented by some staff 
running around in circles while studying paperwork with others lying in the sun. Chapter 3 
emphasizes the need to address such issues to enable the organization to regain / retain its 
traditional status as a key player in its industry. It emphasizes the importance of safety, 
reliability and improved performance and is pictorially represented as a bridge under 
construction.  
 
The remaining three chapters focus on the future that management envisage for the 
organization. Specifically, Chapter 4 focuses on operational excellence including staffing and 
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maintenance, which is depicted by employees climbing a mountain and on their way up 
making decisions about which route to take. Chapter 5 emphasizes the increasing role of the 
organization’s safety and excellence programme that is already an integral part of routines 
and the importance of organizational actors working together as a team. Pictorially, this is 
represented by individuals coming together and marching under the slogan of safety and 
reliability. Finally, Chapter 6 is about the organization’s envisaged excellence in operations 
and, subsequently industry leadership, enabling it to provide employment for the medium-
term future. Hence, the new realities that WasteManagement Ltd seek to describe can be 
summarized as an organization that, through its expertise and operational excellence, delivers 
on its promises.  
 
On the day of the TAEF event, each chapter of the story was illustrated by senior and middle 
managers telling stories about their own experiences and their perceptions of the future, 
interspersed with interactive exercises to get all participants involved. Harriet remembered: 
 
What I found is the beauty with this is that we shared one story, but 
we’ve shared one story in a number of chapters. So you may have a 
problem with one of the chapters, but there’s always another one you 
can relate to. The other thing is that we shared the story in big 
audiences of three hundred people, we’ve mixed the people up as 
well, so it was like organizing eighty weddings, where you’d got an 
audience of people who didn’t want to come, and presenters that 
didn’t want to be there, so every table had a mixture of people on. … 
Because they weren’t with their mates it was more a case of peer 
pressure kept people up, rather than actually getting them down. So 
there would be somebody else on the table defending a story, so that 
helped. 
 
The storytellers included a diverse range of managers with different backgrounds, roles and 
experiences. While some were reported to be natural or gifted storytellers, others seemed to 
struggle with the task of sharing their stories with a wider audience. However, even those 
managers who felt uncomfortable about being part of storytelling during TAEF (and made 
that clear to the audience) played their role in bringing what might otherwise be a dry and 
abstract strategy document to life. Overall, around 90% of over 7,500 individuals 
participating in a TAEF session responded positively to the event and the storytelling therein. 
In Harriet’s words during the interview:  
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The majority of the audience are very supportive, they thoroughly 
thought it was fantastic, truly engaged, truly motivated, understand 
where we’re going now, starting to recognize that there are some things 
that are not right, that we need to actually improve upon, and the only 
thing that they’d say in terms of criticism, is: are management 
committed to this journey and seeing this through. So the audience in 
the majority have loved it, really loved it, loved the sharing of stories. 
The presenters, a number of them have said they were surprised about 
how many people came up to them afterwards to basically say ‘your 
story hit home for me’, and how they were stopped afterwards to be 
given feedback on their stories. Our managing director did some of 
these sessions, and he’s had a number of feedback, both face to face and 
through email from employees saying how much they appreciated what 
he’d shared with them. 
 
While TAEF is part of a larger, on-going change initiative also involving structural and 
operational changes, its first results have shown to engage organizational actors in what is 
happening in the organization. The feedback survey on the event indicated that the vast 
majority of participants reported to have a clearer understanding of where the organization is 
going (96%), feel able to make a difference to the organization’s fate (94%) and look forward 
to being part of the organization’s journey into the future (93%). Such feedback has to be 
seen against a traditionally distant relationship between managers and employees at 
WasteManagement Ltd. Referring to a generic staff satisfaction survey conducted previously, 
Harriet explained: 
 
We did an employee survey about three years back and basically people 
say they don’t see our management. You know, they don’t talk to our 
management, they never see them kind of thing, so I wouldn’t say that 
they’ve got fantastic relationships with them. But people have said that 
they valued the fact that it was their managers that had stood up [during 
the event]. 
 
Hence, there is early evidence that corporate storytelling during the TAEF event has 
contributed to engaging organizational actors in the on-going creation of a new future for 
WasteManagement Ltd. Even though organizational actors will have continued access to the 
story and its pictorial representation, there is a perception in the organization that a single 
two-hour event will not be enough to sustain momentum. At the time of data collection, 
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further events were planned at a more local level involving both managers and employees as 
storytellers to make the overall corporate story even more personal to organizational actors in 
different parts of the organization.  
 
Non-performativity of corporate storytelling 
The lack of performativity of corporate storytelling will be illustrated on the example of the 
YATD initiative at NorthService Ltd., a half-day storytelling session with groups of 
organizational actors that took place about 18 months into the organization’s existence. The 
aim of the event was to support the integration of former NorthCouncil employees (mainly 
line managers and frontline staff) into the new partnership organization, which is led by 
managers seconded from private-sector parent ServiceCom plc. YATD included 
presentations by senior managers about the organization’s journey into the future, with a 
focus on its strengths, challenges and areas for further development. It was interspersed with 
interactive sessions in mixed groups in which participants were asked, for instance, to write a 
headline for the local newspaper about the organization’s achievements after 10 years. The 
data used in the analysis presented here constitute interviews with managers and employees, 
a copy of the main presentation delivered during the event as well as fieldnotes taken at a 
debriefing meeting with the organization 21 months after the fieldwork took place.  
 
NorthService senior and middle managers were clear about their use of corporate storytelling 
to facilitate the integration of different types of organizational actors (which they labelled 
internally as ‘culture change’) as a prerequisite for achieving the targets stipulated in the 
partnership agreement. Storytelling, they argued, allowed them to talk about the 
organization’s journey into the future in a way that spoke to a wider audience due to its 
inherent plurivocality. Senior manager Adam reflected as follows during the research 
interview. 
 
There is no reason why [the corporate story] wouldn’t have different 
messages for different people within it. … There would be things in there 
that senior executives would take away as business objectives, and there 
should be things in there that project managers take away in terms of what 
we’ve got to deliver at a contractual level, and that’s why that was called 
‘You are the difference’. It’s a good title, actually, if you think back on it, 
because that’s what it was about: … it’s [about] everybody. … It’s saying 
that everybody’s got a part to play and a good story will get that message to 
everybody at whatever level they sit. 
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Such a strong emphasis on individual agency may be due to the organization not having a 
history or achievements of its own on which to build its future. Nevertheless, there was an 
attempt on the day to formulate a life-like story (Bruner 1986) that was underpinned by 
pictorial representations. The story begins with the ambitions with which NorthService Ltd. 
was brought into existence in relation to the creation of jobs and business growth more 
generally (stable state). It continues with challenges that managers had been facing when 
attempting to bring about change in an organization that is influenced by a multitude of 
stakeholders (crisis). The story then continues with a more optimistic tone by highlighting 
that the results of change are beginning to show and that managers are committed to their 
journey towards a better future for the organization. It then ends with a plea to organizational 
actors to become part of this journey, emphasizing that they can  / should make a difference 
for a more promising organizational future (resolution of crisis).  
 
The majority of frontline interviewees were largely positive about the event. They related to 
initial concerns that the event was a mere ‘PR stunt’ against perceived communication 
difficulties within the organization at the time, but emphasized that they were tentatively won 
over by the down-to-earthness and honesty with which senior-manager presenters spoke 
about the challenges that they had been facing in bringing about change and about their 
vision for the organization’s future. It seemed that YATD was the first event to engage 
organizational actors in creating a new future for NorthService Ltd., which needed to be 
continued in regular interaction between senior and middle managers and those at the 
coalface to sustain momentum and to engage the more sceptical individuals.  
 
Despite such a focus on storytelling as part of YATD, it was surprising to find that 
organizational actors were less clear about the story encapsulating the organization’s journey 
into the future. The closest to the meaning of this ‘story’ were statements by senior and 
middle managers along the lines of ‘the NorthService story is a story of economic 
regeneration’, which seems to be a mere reiteration of the organization’s aims and the details 
stipulated in the partnership contract. While the majority of organizational actors were largely 
positive about YATD and would reiterate the essence of this ‘story’ during the research 
interview, there is an awareness that the corporate story for NorthService Ltd. is lacking 
clarity. Senior manager Sam made the following observations:  
 
I think it’s confused at the moment, almost to the extent that the senior 
management team are kind of - maybe if you asked me, then asked 
somebody else, they might give you a different story. …The vision is a 
successful company that kind of onboards new customers and makes 
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customers run better businesses. Working to move that forward, then what 
we don’t have is what underpins it, so we say all this and what does that 
actually mean?  
 
Such a lack of clarity of meaning is reflected in uncertainty among organizational actors 
about exactly what the organization’s envisaged future looks like and what exactly their role 
is in creating this new future. Employee David (who had finished an MA in Creative Writing 
not long before the research interview) attempts to express this as follows: 
 
There’s a synopsis [for the NorthService story] I think, but the synopsis 
keeps changing all the time because the writer, so to speak, is coming up 
with new ideas, or is coming to a point where a character or a feature hasn’t 
evolved in the way that they thought it was going to, not necessarily in a 
bad way. There are just changes and things that are organically growing out 
that they didn’t see would be coming up. So, yes, I think there is a synopsis 
and somebody has figured out the ending of the first volume and they want 
a sequel. It’s obviously not working out smoothly in that kind of sense, it’s 
like any on-going story; it can get diverted.  
 
A debriefing meeting in 2012 with those senior managers who initially granted access to 
NorthService Ltd. for the research testified to the degree of diversion of their use of corporate 
storytelling to create a future for the organization. They admitted that, rather than changing 
perception of and behaviours within the organization, corporate storytelling has not had the 
desired effect on organizational actors; in their own words: ‘rather than creating a new 
organization, we have replicated the local authority way of doing things’. Attempting to 
analyze the reasons behind the apparent non-performativity of corporate storytelling, senior 
managers related to an increasingly problematic relationship between NorthCouncil and 
ServiceCom plc leading to strategic ambiguity, rapid turnover of senior management 
resulting in inconsistent interaction between managers and frontline staff, and a more generic 
lack of leadership in terms of sensegiving - the meaning of NorthService Ltd.’s corporate 
story for individual organizational actors, the organization as a whole and its interaction with 
multiple stakeholders in NorthCouncil, ServiceCom plc and the local community to which 
Sam alluded in the interview excerpt above.  
 
While the creation of NorthService Ltd.’s future is ongoing with the partnership expected to 
last at least another five years, there are clear signs that organizational actors have not 
accepted and acted upon the new organizational realities that senior managers sought to 
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create. Rather than creating an efficient organization drawing on local-authority expertise and 
run on a private-sector business model, corporate storytelling has had limited effect on the 
way in which organizational actors perceive and behave in the organization; in other words, 
corporate storytelling has become a non-performative practice.  
 
Discussion and conclusion 
Both WasteManagement Ltd. and NorthService Ltd. have employed corporate storytelling to 
create a new, pre-defined future for the respective organization. Both organizations have used 
dedicated storytelling sessions (TAEF at WasteManagement Ltd. and YATD at NorthService 
Ltd.) to inform organizational actors about the journey into the future and to engage them in 
what is happening within the organization. In both organizations, the expectation was that 
storytelling underlined with pictorial representations will shape organizational actors’ 
cognition and behaviour in such a way that makes the pre-defined corporate story come true. 
As the analysis presented in the previous section of this paper has shown, the corporate 
storytelling initiative at WasteManagement Ltd. has been tentatively performative while the 
initiative at NorthService Ltd. has been non-performative. The question is what the limits of 
the performativity of purposive storytelling may be in practice.  
 
From its inception, the concept of performativity has been characterized by the possibility of 
breakdown (Austin 1962; Butler 2010) and by difficulties in explaining the factors that 
contribute to a failure of performativity at conceptual, theoretical or practical level, and this 
paper is no exception. In this case, there are multiple pivots that can lead to performativity (as 
in the case of WasteManagement Ltd.) or non-performativity (as in the case of NorthService 
Ltd.). Six such pivots can be identified in this analysis as represented as lightening in Figure 
3 below.  
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Figure 3: Pivots of (non-)performativity 
 
 
The first pivot refers to the appropriateness of corporate storytelling for an organization in 
terms of history and wider organizational climate. Neither WasteManagement Ltd. nor 
NorthService Ltd. seem to be organizations characterized by particularly good labour 
relations. The former is influenced by a ‘them and us’ divide traditionally prevalent in British 
engineering and the latter by a ‘them and us’ divide relating to those organizational actors 
transferred from NorthCouncil (public-sector background) and those seconded from 
ServiceCom plc (private-sector background). Yet, at WasteManagement Ltd. the somewhat 
counter-cultural use of storytelling seems to have struck a cord with both managers deciding 
for the use of TAEF and organizational actors engaging them in envisaging a new future for 
their organization. At NorthService Ltd. there appeared to be less commitment to corporate 
storytelling, it was merely one technique used by the private-sector parent ServiceCom plc 
that was replicated at a more local level. Although storytelling was a novel approach to 
management communication for organizational actors transferred from NorthCouncil, there 
seems to be limited engagement with giving the corporate story personal relevance.  
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The second pivot relates to the appropriateness of story content. Both organizations studied 
for this paper have used the metaphor of journey to describe how managers see the 
organization move towards the future. Both organizations have used a traditional BME 
structure for their respective storytelling initiative to highlight both good practice and 
challenges. It seems, however, that at WasteManagement Ltd. organizational actors have 
drawn on the organization’s collective memory when remembering key events and 
individuals and when drawing on lessons from the past to overcome new challenges, thereby 
engaging them in reenvisaging the organization’s future. At NorthService Ltd., there is no 
collective memory on which all organizational actors can draw due to its relatively recent 
founding as an organization in its own right. The aspirations on which managers focused 
during the main presentation at YATD en lieu of past achievements did not appear to be 
convincing for organizational actors who, in their own words, have suffered from repeated, 
unsuccessful change initiatives while working at NorthCouncil and subsequently low morale.  
 
The third pivot refers to the appropriateness of storytellers and their relationship with the 
audience. The main storytellers at both TAEF and YATD events were senior managers 
representing the respective organization’s formal management structure. By their very role, 
senior managers tend to be largely distant from frontline staff, their concerns, hopes and 
aspirations, and therefore may find it difficult to relate to their audience. If a manager has a 
poor reputation among organizational actors (whether justified or not), the acceptance of 
storytelling can be severely compromised (Reissner and Pagan 2013a). Since both 
WasteManagement Ltd. and NorthService Ltd. have been characterized by a ‘them and us’ 
divide, it is difficult to identify which role the choice of storytellers has had on the respective 
performative and non-performative functions of corporate storytelling. Nevertheless, it is 
interesting that at WasteManagement Ltd.’s TAEF event individuals struggling with 
storytelling have been involved, whose honesty about their struggles seem to have won 
participants over. At NorthService Ltd. in contrast the presenters were used to 
communicating with large audiences, and senior managers reflected during the research 
interview that they found it difficult at times to bring their personality into their respective 
part given its pre-defined structure and stage-managed conduct.  
 
The fourth pivot relates to the appropriateness of the story performance. While both 
organizations have used a traditional BME story structure, the TAEF initiative at 
WasteManagement Ltd. seems to have had a stronger focus on storytelling. Testimony is the 
storytellers’ handbook and storytelling training that presenters received prior to the event. 
WasteManagement Ltd.’s corporate story has also been put together with considerable 
thought and effort – it is a coherent story from the past into the long-term future. The division 
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of the corporate story into chapters and the subsequently interplay of different stories may 
have helped engage organizational actors with differing experiences more effectively. At 
NorthService Ltd., the corporate story told during the YATD event seemed more contrived 
due to a lack of history and a lack of clarity about where the organization is going in the long 
term. There is tentative evidence in the data that NorthService managers use the term 
‘storytelling’ as a mere metaphor for management communication. 
 
The fifth pivot refers to the appropriateness of pictorial representations of the story. At 
WasteManagement Ltd., much thought and effort has gone into creating one pictorial 
representation of the organization’s journey into the future, each stage of the journey being 
illustrated by multiple metaphors to engage a wide range of organizational actors. For 
instance, in Chapter 2 the metaphors of individuals running in a circle studying paperwork 
while others lie in the sun is likely to appeal to those observing either behaviour among 
themselves or peers. At NorthService Ltd., pictorial representations were limited to 
illustrating the key points of each slide of the main presentation, and there appears to be less 
story-like coherence when looking at the pictures in their entirety.  
 
The sixth pivot refers to the continuing engagement of organizational actors in the 
organization’s corporate story. Representatives from both organizations acknowledged that it 
is not enough to have a single event to support their corporate storytelling efforts. At 
WasteManagement Ltd., organizational actors have continued access to the pictorial 
representation of the organization’s corporate story, which may help them in interaction with 
one another to engage with the story on an ongoing basis. Moreover, the set-up of the plant 
requires organizational actors to come to a defined place of work on a regular basis, which 
further enhances opportunities to discuss and enact the organization’s corporate story. At 
NorthService Ltd., there has been limited follow-up from the YATD initiative, even though 
this was discussed at the time of data collection. Changes to working practices with a focus 
on remote working combined with high turnover of senior and middle managers have 
resulted in a lack of continuing engagement with the organization’s corporate story and 
therefore limited enactment of new organizational realities.  
 
The analysis presented above demonstrates that an organization can be created 
performatively through the purposive telling of its corporate story. If a number of conditions 
are present (such as appropriate decisions about the use of storytelling as a means of 
communication, the story content, choice of storyteller and story performance as well as use 
of pictorial representations and continuing follow-up), then corporate storytelling can indeed 
be performative. The coherence inherent in storytelling as well as the use of pictorial 
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representations of an organization’s corporate story can help managers shape the cognition 
and behaviour of organizational actors towards a pre-defined ideal (see Gioia and Chittipeddi 
1991; Kornberger and Clegg 2011).  
 
While a clear organizational hierarchy, social norms and the prevalent language and 
discourse in an organization (Ferraro et al. 2005) can have an impact on the performative 
potential of corporate storytelling, organizational actors seem to have a crucial role in the 
performative creation of organizations (see Cabantous and Gond 2011). In contrast to the 
performativity of financial markets, for instance (see MacKenzie 2004; 2006), individual 
organizational actors’ responses to purposive storytelling may vary considerably depending 
on their prior experience, their worldview and their relationships within the organization. It 
seems that a critical mass of similar responses among organizational actors is required to 
achieve performativity or non-performativity of corporate storytelling. Given the largely 
positive reception of TAEF at WasteManagement Ltd., the initiative is likely to succeed; 
organizational actors appear to have understood the change in cognition and behaviour is 
required to regain / retain the organization’s status in its industry. Given the more mixed 
responses to YATD at NorthService Ltd. coupled with a lack of clarity and stability of 
management-staff relationships, the initiative was likely to fail, as it evidently has.  
 
Applying the concept of performativity to managers’ attempts to create a new organization 
through purposive storytelling has a number of advantages. Firstly, it draws attention to the 
consequences of management communication as organizational actors respond to what they 
are being told both verbally and symbolically through cognition and behaviour. Secondly, it 
highlights the wider organizational context in which purposive storytelling is employed, such 
as the relationship between managers and their subordinates over time – an important 
antidote to the prevalent short-term thinking in practice. And finally, to paraphrase 
MacKenzie (2004: 328), it points managers towards the critical question of what sort of 
organization they want to see performed. Even so, given the enthusiastic portrayal of 
purposive storytelling as a performative practice in the practitioner literature, it is important 
to provide empirical evidence for those conditions that may limit its performativity.  
 
(9,321 words) 
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